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ARMY LIFE IN TAMPA 
DURING THE SPANISH-AMERICAN WAR: 
A PHOTOGRAPHIC ESSAY 
 
by Paul Eugen Camp 
 
 
   In January 1898, the city of Tampa was a small southern community of approximately 10,000 
inhabitants, known to outsiders chiefly for the fine cigars produced by its Cuban, Spanish and 
Italian craftsmen. The destruction of the U.S.S. Maine in Havana harbor on the night of February 
15, 1898, however, started the United States on the road to a war with Spain, a “splendid little 
war” that would splash the name of Tampa across the front pages of newspapers throughout the 
nation as the embarkation base of the army assembled for the invasion of Spain’s Cuban colony. 
During the hectic, exciting spring and summer of 1898, the name of the small city on Tampa Bay 
became a houseold word for millions who had never heard of the place before. 
 
   The Spanish-American War (April to December, 1898) had its roots in the struggle of the 
Cuban people for independence from Spain. After the 1870s the turmoil created by this struggle 
drove Cuban cigarmakers from Havana to Tampa and other U.S. cities, where they formed vocal 
and effective centers of support for Cuban revolutionary activities. The war for freedom from 
Spanish domination that broke out in Cuba in 1895 generated a growing sympathy in the United 
States, together with increasing sentiment for U.S. intervention. As a result of rising tensions 
between the United States and Spain over the issue of Cuba, the U.S. Congress declared on April 
25, 1989, that a state of war existed between the United States and the Kingdom of Spain. 
 
   Tampa’s selection as the assembly and embarkation port for the army gathered for the invasion 
of Cuba was due to Henry Bradley Plant, the railroad magnate. As war became increasingly 
likely, Plant brought his immense influence to bear to ensure that his Port Tampa rail and harbor 
facilities would play a major role. The decision to send troops to Tampa was made on April 14 
during a conference at the White House. Initially, it was planned to send only seven regiments 
(roughly 3,000 men). As the invasion plans became more grandiose, however, more and more 
troops were ordered to Tampa. By May 25, five cavalry and sixteen infantry regiments, together 
with two battalions of artillery and ten regiments of volunteers, had assembled in vast tent cities 
surrounding Tampa and Port Tampa. In addition to the 23,220 troops, hundreds of 
newspapermen converged on Tampa, together with thousands of civilian tourists, totalling as 
many as 20,000 in a single weekend, who gathered to view the invasion force. 
 
   Five major camps were established for the troops in Tampa. Located at Port Tampa, DeSoto 
Park, Tampa Heights (about where Robles Park is today), Fort Brooke, and West Tampa (near 
the site of Fort Homer Hesterly Armory), the sites contained acres of tents, minimal latrine 
facilities and crude kitchens, all of which were intended to shelter the invasion force for the short 
time anticipated to assemble and sail for Cuba. Instead, the departure was continually postponed 
for one reason or another from mid-May until June 14, when the transports finally sailed. In the 
interim the bored, frustrated troops had to live in the unsanitary camps for seven weeks. With the 
coming of the spring rains, several of the camp sites were flooded, notably the Port Tampa 
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encampment. Thousands of troops also remained in the camps long after the invasion force 
sailed. Indeed, the last soldiers did not leave Tampa until August 1898. 
 
   With troops outnumbering inhabitants by more than two to one and more soldiers, newsmen 
and tourists pouring in daily, Tampa in 1898 was hectic, chaotic, frustrating and, at least for the 
city’s merchants, exceedingly profitable. With military balls and concerts at the Tampa Bay 
Hotel (serving as headquarters for the Army) and thousands of troopers slogging through the 
city’s sand streets in search of diversion in saloons, bordellos and gambling joints, the local 
citizens were somewhat overwhelmed. Although most of the troops were well enough behaved, 
brawling between northern and southern regiments, drunken troopers shooting up the town, and a 
rash of robberies, assaults and rapes caused Tampans to view their free-spending visitors as a 
decidedly mixed blessing. 
 
   When war had loomed on the horizon in early 1898, the U.S. government realized that the 
nation’s small regular Army of professional soldiers would be grossly inadequate for an 
international conflict. On April 22, Congress approved the raising of a large force of volunteers, 
with each state assigned a quota of troops. Thus, many of the soldiers that converged on Tampa 
were young citizen-soldiers, unused to Army discipline and often away from home for the first 
time. 
 
   One of the volunteer units sent to Tampa was the 157th Indiana Volunteer, regiment, 
nicknamed “The Tigers.” Serving in the ranks of this regiment was a patriotic young 
citizen-soldier named Othar Cortland Wamsley. While encamped in Tampa (initially at the 
County Fairgrounds near the Tampa Bay Hotel and later at Port Tampa), Wamsley photographed 
the daily life of his regiment while it awaited transportation to Cuba. Wamsley himself never did 
make it to Cuba. Like so many other soldiers in the Spanish-American War, he contracted 
malaria in the fever-ridden military camps of Tampa and was discharged without ever having 
seen a hostile Spaniard. 
 
   In September 1966, a collection of thirty-nine of Wamsley's 1898 photographs was donated to 
the University of South Florida Library by his grandson, Gerald F. Borch of Charlotte, North 
Carolina. The pictures comprising this photographic essay were selected from the Wamsley 
Collection, with captions taken from Wamsley's contemporary notes on the originals. 
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“Regimental Headquarters at Port Tampa City, 1st Camp.” 
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“This is 1st Sergeants Call at Camp. Port Tampa City.” (Wamsley identified himself as the man 
facing the camera in the group on the right.) 
“This is a Raw Recruit being initiated at Camp No. 1, Port Tampa City.” 
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“Regiment Band in front of Regimental Headquarters, Port Tampa City.” 
“This is a picture of our cook shanty at our Second Camp at Port Tampa City, fronting west in 
the middle of Company Street. . .Four in Company are detailed out of the Company each week 
to cook. No previous experience.” 
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“Cook shanty at Port Tampa City.”  
“Cooking [at] State Fair Grounds [near the Tampa Bay Hotel]. Center figure died of fever at 
Port Tampa City.” 
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“Wash Day. Port Tampa City.”  
“This is wash day, Camp No. 2. Port Tampa City.” 
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“Company H on drill. Port Tampa City.”  
“Rail Road Disaster in the yards [at] Port Tampa City. Killed one man.” 
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“Daily exercise.” 
“Street in Tampa.”  
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“Burning of a gambling Den at Port Tampa. We like to claim credit. Green Goose Saloon in 
Background – A Refuge for Outlaws and Tough Characters.” 
“Coal transports lying in the harbor at Port Tampa City.” 
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“Officers cabin on the captured Spanish Boat Pedro Balboa. [Photograph] taken while being at 
the dock here. I was on her.”
“First strikeing camp. Port Tampa.” 
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“Breaking Camp at Port Tampa City.”  
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